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There is no List with a capital L. The great books are 
simply the books which deal most incisively, most 
eloquently, most universally, and most timelessly 
with man and his world. 

—Milton Mayer 

A GOOD BOOK unread is a trag
edy, but one that is read and not 
dis cussed is a learning expe ri ence 
largely lost. Book clubs or book dis
cus sion groups were invented to 

pro vide the structure (setting?) and the op
por tu nity for people to share their insights on 
the works of great litera ture. 

Maybe you have wanted to join a book 
club, but with TDYs, deploy ments, and busy
sched ules just simply haven’t had the spare 
time to go to meetings. Perhaps you were 
afraid the books would not appeal to your 
tastes. Then consider joining the Air power 
Jour nal/Air Chronicles new est effort—the Air-
power Profes sion al’s Book Club. 

For those of you who wonder about the 
ori gins of this idea, it had its genesis in the de
vel op ment of the CSAF Profes sional Reading
Pro gram in the spring of 1997,1 the publi ca
tion in the Air power Journal of a series of bib
lio graphic essays written by Dr. David Mets,2 

and the inau gu ra tion of the Bos ton Globe’s 
on- line book club.3 

In the spring 1997 edition, Gen Ronald R. 
Fo gle man, former Air Force chief of staff 
(CSAF), wrote about the devel op ment of the 
CSAF Profes sional Reading Program. It was 
de signed as a comple ment to initia tives that 
came out of the long-range planning effort to 
fos ter the growth of a unify ing air and space 

cul ture throughout the Air Force. Together, 
these initia tives are intended to produce 
knowl edge able service members who more 
ef fec tively can employ air and space forces in 
in de pend ent, joint, or coali tion opera tions. 
Ul ti mately, they will help prepare current and 
fu ture Air Force leaders to deal effec tively 
with the challenges they surely will face in a 
post- cold- war world of austere defense budg
ets, diverse regional threats, and contin ued
high- operations tempo for our units.4 

As their titles indi cate, the subjects of Dr. 
Mets’s essays have been topically restric tive. 
The publi ca tion of these essays often results 
in requests from readers for other subjects or 
more often for a brief list of what books are 
im por tant for airpower profes sion als. 

The great books idea is not new.5 For exam
ple, in 1947, as part of a grassroots movement 
to promote continu ing educa tion for the gen
eral public, a group of Chica go ans led by Uni
ver sity of Chicago president Robert Maynard 
Hutchins and supported by prominent busi
ness men estab lished the Great Books Founda
tion. This is a nonprofit organi za tion that pro
vides people of all ages with the oppor tu nity 
to read, discuss, and learn from outstand ing 
works of litera ture. Since its incep tion, the 
foun da tion has helped thousands of people 
through out the United States begin their own 
dis cus sion groups in librar ies, schools, and 
com mu nity centers.6 However, as one can 
read ily suppose, involve ment in such a pro-
gram not only requires one to be available but 
also to invest a great deal of time simply to 
meet and discuss these books. An excel lent 
idea similar to the Great Books Founda tion 
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aimed at profes sional devel op ment—the 
Douhet Soci ety—arose at Headquar ters 5th 
Al lied Tacti cal Air Force (5ATAF), a North At
lan tic Treaty Organi za tion (NATO) headquar
ters in Vicenza, Italy. The core of the society’s 
aim was to develop a concept of airpower in 
its partici pants that was based on theory, his-
tory, and contem po rary devel op ments.7 

With the publi ca tion of the winter edition, 
Air power Journal, in coop era tion with Air 
Chroni cles, will inau gu rate a new section—the 
Air power Profes sion al’s Book Club/Discus
sion Group. We will ask our senior edito rial 
ad vi sors to submit their own personal list of 
the top 10 books every airpower profes sional 
should read. In addi tion, we invite Air power 
Jour nal readers to submit their own sugges
tions for such a list. Based on the lists we re
ceive, we will develop our own list of the top 
10 airpower profes sion al’s books and then 
launch this book club. Send your list by E-
mail to editor@cadre.max well.af.mil or mail 
it to 

Air power Journal 
Attn: Book Club 
401 Chennault Circle 
Maxwell AFB AL 36112-6428 

In the Spring 1999 edition, we hope to 
pub lish some of the responses as well as a 
con soli dated top 10 list composed of the 
most frequently chosen books by both senior 
edi to rial advi sors and readers. We hope you 
will read these books and E-mail (or write) a
para graph or two describ ing what you 
thought of the book, its perma nence, its im
por tance, and its overall value in the devel op
ment of an airpower profes sional. We will 
pub lish all appro pri ate submis sions in a sec
tion of Air Chronicles and will print selected 
re sponses in Air power Journal. 

To stimulate discus sion both on-line and 
in the quarterly editions, we suggest that as 
you read one of these books, jot down ideas 
or comments that come to mind. After read
ing it, reflect on the central theme or subject 
and how the overall content of the work re
lates to that theme. Also reflect on any critical 
ob ser va tions about the book that can be 

made. Again, write down your ideas as they
oc cur to you. Then let the project lie fallow in 
your mind. After several days, peruse the 
book once again and draft your comments. 
Use your own words as much as possi ble. If 
you choose to quote from the book you are 
cri tiqu ing, do so sparingly. Lay aside your 
first draft for two or three days and then revise 
it for proper English and clarity. 

A book-club review is composed of a criti
cal evaluation. Always remem ber that what 
we are looking for is a critique of the book, 
not simply a descrip tion of its contents. So, 
when you write your paragraph or two, try to 
ad dress these four key questions: 

1. What is the book about? This question 
leads to other questions. Does the book 
have a central theme? Does it argue a 
the sis? What is the author’s purpose? 
(The latter may be stated explic itly in 
the preface or conclu sion, or it may be
im plied within the book itself.) Did the 
author achieve that purpose? Early on, 
try to summa rize the theme, thesis, or 
sub ject in a sentence or two. Strenu
ously resist any tempta tion to describe 
the full contents of the book; as noted 
above, your critical analy sis of the book 
is what really counts. 

2. Is the book reli able? The first question to 
ask about a work of nonfic tion is, Is it 
true? Again, this question prompts 
other questions: 
a. Who is the author? What are his or her 

quali fi ca tions for writing a book on 
this particu lar subject? Has the 
author written other books? If so, are 
those other works about a related 
sub ject? 

b. Where did the author obtain infor ma
tion for the book? Is the book based on 
the author’s personal obser va tions 
of events? Is it based on primary
sources—let ters, diaries, speeches, 
manu scripts, and archi val rec
ords—that were contem po rary or 
nearly contem po rary with the pe
riod or subject about which the 
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author is writing? Or is the book 
based on secon dary sources, that is, 
on works that were written after the 
time of the event using the primary 
sources? As a related matter, be sure 
to include some mention of how the 
author identi fies the sources upon 
which the book is based—by a bibli
og ra phy, by notes, in the preface or 
in tro duc tion, or simply by casual 
ref er ences within the text. 

c. Are the sources reli able? If the book is 
based on primary mate ri als, are 
those mate ri als credible? If based on 
sec on dary authorities, are those ac
counts reputa ble? Briefly but pre
cisely identify some repre sen ta tive
ex am ples of the sources employed. 

d. Does the author use evidence with care 
and discrimi na tion? Does the author 
read into the evidence ideas or facts 
that are not there? Is the author fair 
to all parties, or is he swayed by bias 
or prejudice? Cite specific exam ples 
of bias or prejudice or of fairness. 
Also consider the follow ing ques
tions: Are the facts correct? Do you 
con sider the inter pre ta tions valid? Is 
the thesis well supported by evi-
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dence and logical reason ing? Have 
you been persuaded to accept the 
author’s conclu sions? Whatever 
your answers to the last four ques
tions, explain your reasons for an
swer ing them as you did. 

3. Is the mate rial well presented? Is the book 
un der stand able? Are the contents well 
or gan ized? Does the author intro duce 
the subject in clear and simple terms or 
does he or she presup pose the reader 
pos sesses general knowledge of the sub
ject? 

4. Does the book make a contri bu tion to the 
field? What, if anything, did the book 
con trib ute to your knowledge and un
der stand ing of the subject? Would you 
rec om mend the book to someone else? 
Ex plain why or why not.8 

When you finish, send your submis sion to 
the same address as listed above. We prefer E-
mail since we intend to post your comments 
on the World Wide Web in Air Chronicles as 
we receive them. Check out the site9 when the 
club gets going; and if you disagree with an-
other reader’s critique of a book, respond; 
we’re aiming at devel op ing an ongo ing dis
cus sion. 
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